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Story of Jim Garrett - how I noticed that he signed some of his email correspondence with “Your friend, brother, and fellow slave {in Christ | of our King}” 

I noticed how he often expressed concern for his desire to obey his Master and Lord.

Then I heard that he had given a message many years ago that turned into a short book called “The Doulos Principle”, which is largely the impetus behind this message. I 
have read this book a few times, and have been meditating on the scriptures it references and doing my own study. It has been convicting but also been transforming my 
thinking about the Lord and my relationship with Him. It has been very helpful to me, and I hope it will help shape your relationship with Jesus as well.



DOULOS = δοῦλος

• Pronounced due + loss
• Occurs 150 times in the NT in its various forms, 125 times as doulos
• Almost always refers to relationship between believers and God

• Next to mathetes (disciple), it is second most common descriptor

• Doulos has proven challenging to translate - it means SLAVE

• Usually translated “servant” or “bondservant” and sometimes “slave”

• See ESV committee discussion:  https://youtu.be/Mx06mtApu8k 

Let’s embrace and use this word because we have a harder time embracing the real translation of the English word. It may help us ease into it. 

This word and its forms appears multiple times in every book of the NT, except Hebrews. 


https://youtu.be/Mx06mtApu8k


SLAVE = OWNED

• Doulos only means “slave”, and sundoulos means “fellow slaves”
• “Servant” is someone who does a job, usually for pay
• “Bondservant” means “bound” (obligated) “servant”
• There are six other Greek words for various kinds of “servant” 
• ESV has doulos 39 times as slave; otherwise servant/bondservant
• The word “slave” has baggage, then and now
• Slaves are owned by masters (despotes) and lords (kurios)

Kittle’s Theological Dictionary of NT Words is clear - “doulos” only ever meant slave, though not all slave roles are the same. But it applies to all types of slaves.

Slave is one who is owned and controlled by another (typically another person, but also used metaphorically to refer to slaves to money, alcohol, etc).  Slave an also be 
one who wholly submits himself to the service of another.

KJV only translated everything as “servant” because in 1611 “servant” seemed equivalent to “slave”

But most people think of a servant as a hired hand, someone who can quit the job and find another situation to serve in. A “servant” can serve two masters, but a slave 
cannot. 

Luke 16:19 - No doulos (servant) can serve two masters, for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You 
cannot serve God and money.”

“Bondservant” is an English term to try to gently represent “slave” but it is not the equivalent of “doulos” 

Greeks prized freedom and “free men” were citizens while people with various slave roles were scorned and not equal citizens. They were property to be used and 
disposed of as the owners saw fit. However, not all types of slavery were the same, but all slaves were not free people. 

Despotes means “one who owns slaves”

Matt. 20:26-28 - It shall not be so among you. But whoever would be great among you must be your servant (diakanos), 27and whoever would be first among you must 
be your slave (doulos), 28even as the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve (diakanaysai), and to give his life as a ransom for many."




THIS IS NOT ABOUT HUMAN SLAVERY

• Slavery is a deplorable, sinful human institution from earliest history

• God does not condone or promote human slavery

• As with the rest of human suffering, God allows consequences of 
human free will and sin, yet offers redemption to all who believe

Human slavery has been around since pre-history and earliest historical records

The abuses of slavery are horrific and deplorable - it seems to exist in most every culture in the world from ancient times. The customs and laws around slavery vary from 
culture to culture and over time they change, but the propensity of humans to own and abuse other humans is well documented.

Our disgust and abhorrence of slavery and all of its abuses is probably the source of our difficulty to embrace this common NT term for followers of Jesus. Perhaps this is 
analogous to they way some have a hard time relating to God as Father if they had an abusive, absent, or harsh natural father. God wants to bring healing and revelation 
of His true nature and relationship to us. These natural images are tools God uses to reveal himself, but the enemy of our soul distorts those images. 



NT EPISTLES WRITERS ARE DOULOI
• “Paul, a doulos of Christ Jesus, called as an apostle” (Rom 1:1)
• “James, doulos of God, and an apostle of Jesus Christ” (James 1:1)
• “Simon Peter, a doulos and apostle of Jesus Christ” (2 Peter 1:1)
• “Jude, a doulos of Jesus Christ and brother of James” (Jude 1)
• “Paul and Timothy, douloi of Christ Jesus, to all of the saints in Christ 

Jesus who are in Phillipi” (Phil. 1:1)
• “Epaphras, who is one of your number, a doulos of Jesus Christ, sends 

you his greetings” (Col. 4:12)
• “And the Lord’s doulos must not be quarrelsome” (2 Tim. 2:24)

All of the NT epistle writers referred to themselves as “slaves of Christ” - doulos or the plural douloi 



JOHN & REVELATION DOULOS (13)
Rev. 1:1 (ESV) - The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show to his 
doulois (servants) the things that must soon take place.  He made it known by sending 
his angel to his doulo (servant) John, …

Rev 22:6 - And he said to me, “These words are trustworthy and true. And the Lord, the 
God of the spirits of the prophets, has sent his angel to show his doulois (servants) what 
must soon take place.”

Rev. 22:8-9 - I, John, am the one who heard and saw these things.  And when I heard and 
saw them, I fell down to worship at the feet of the angel who showed them to me, but he 
said to me, “You must not do that! I am a sundoulos (fellow servant) with you and your 
brothers the prophets, and with those who keep the words of this book. Worship God.”

Doulos or its forms appears 13 times in Revelation, referring to the followers of Jesus and sometimes for angels who do God’s will. 



COUNTERPART TO DOULOS

• Doulos is clearly expressed by despotes (master) and kurios 
(lord)

• despotes (master) used 10 times in NT, 5 refer to Jesus or God
• despotes = absolute ruler or owner of property, esp. slaves
• kurios (Lord) used over 720 times in NT, esp. of Jesus and God
• kurios = master; title for sovereign prince/ruler/emperor/God

Master and Lord go hand-in-hand with doulos - you can’t have one without the other, right?

Despotes, translated lord or master in the New Testament, may refer to God or to our Lord Jesus Christ, but it never refers to the divine name, Jehovah. While kurios 
refers to authority and the exercise of authority that may be received from the despotes, a despotes has unlimited power based on ownership. In reference to the 
heavens and the earth, despotes refers to God. In reference to the church, which is his body, despotes may also be used of Christ.


Once you realize that the whole NT uses imagery and terms associated with master/slave relationship, you see it everywhere.  A slave must deny himself and obey his 
master. 

Luke 9:23-24 - And he said to all, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me. For whoever would save his life will 
lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will save it.



JESUS AS DESPOTES (MASTER)
2 Tim. 2:21 - Therefore, if anyone cleanses himself from what is dishonorable, he 
will be a vessel for honorable use, set apart as holy, useful to the despotes (master 
of the house), ready for every good work.

2 Peter 2:1 - But false prophets also arose among the people, just as there will be 
false teachers among you, who will secretly bring in destructive heresies, even 
denying the despoten (Master) who bought them, bringing upon themselves swift 
destruction. 

Jude 4 - For certain people have crept in unnoticed who long ago were designated 
for this condemnation, ungodly people, who pervert the grace of our God into 
sensuality and deny our only despoten (Master) and kurios (Lord), Jesus Christ.

We’ll look at 1 Cor. 7 in a bit, where it clearly explains how Jesus bought us (redeemed) from slavery to sin. 



JESUS AS DESPOTES (MASTER)

Rev. 6:10 - They cried out with a loud voice, “O despotes 
(Sovereign Lord),  holy and true, how long before you will judge and 
avenge our blood on those who dwell on the earth?”  

Acts 4:24 - And when they heard it, they lifted their voices together 
to God and said, “despota (Sovereign Lord), who made the heaven 
and the earth and the sea and everything in them,

Acts 4 clearly refers to God the Father and his sovereign ownership of the world and all the people in it. 



LUKE 17:5-10 (ESV)
The apostles said to the Lord, “Increase our faith!” And the Lord said, “If you 
had faith like a grain of mustard seed, you could say to this mulberry tree, ‘Be 
uprooted and planted in the sea,’ and it would obey you.

“Will any one of you who has a doulos (servant) plowing or keeping sheep say 
to him when he has come in from the field, ‘Come at once and recline at table’? 
Will he not rather say to him, ‘Prepare supper for me, and dress properly, and 
serve me while I eat and drink, and afterward you will eat and drink’? Does he 
thank the doulos (servant) because he did what was commanded?  So you 
also, when you have done all that you were commanded, say, ‘We are unworthy 
doulois (servants); we have only done what was our duty.’ ”

Clearly, Jesus used this short parable about a master and a slave’s attitude to make a point about God’s slaves who follow and serve him.  This attitude is totally opposite 
of our culture, perhaps with the exception of some military training where soldiers are taught to unquestioningly obey orders, and they are expected to obey. 

This attitude and the principle of trusting and obeying God as our gracious master is opposed to all contemporary values, religious focus on self, and self-determination. 
That last one is the hardest as I (dare I say ‘we’) do what we want to do because we want what we want and by default feel like we can get what we want, unless we deny 
ourselves, die to self, and walk the way of the cross.

Luke 9:23-24 - And he said to all, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me. For whoever would save his life will 
lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will save it.



JESUS AS A DOULOS 

Phil. 2:5-7
Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, 
who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with 
God a thing to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the 
form of a doulos (servant), being born in the likeness of men. And 
being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming 
obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.

Jesus identified as a doulos - a slave of God - doing His will and not his own. We are called to have this same mind/attitude in ourselves. 



EVERYONE IS A DOULOS

John 8:24 - Jesus answered them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, 
everyone who commits sin is a doulos (slave) to sin.” 

Rom. 6:15-23 - …But thanks be to God, that you who were once 
douloi (slaves) of sin have become obedient from the heart to the 
standard of teaching to which you were committed, and, having 
been set free from sin, have become slaves of righteousness… you 
were slaves of sin… But now that you have been set free from sin 
and have become slaves of God, …

Read the whole passage from Rom 6:15-23

Rom. 6 is one of the places where Paul is using doulos (slaves) as a picture of slavery, so they translated it literally as slaves. 



DOULOS = BOUGHT WITH A PRICE

1 Cor. 6:19-20 - Or do you not know that 
your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit 
within you, whom you have from God? 
You are not your own, for you were 
bought with a price. So glorify God in 
your body. 
 
2 Peter 2:1 - … even denying the 
despoten (Master) who bought them,…

There were many ways slaves could be acquired (through birth, military conquest, selling ones self or children for debt repayment, buying at a slave market, etc.) but the 
point is, God paid the price to set everyone free from slavery to sin to bring us into a new relationship with him. We are set free from bondage and obligation to our old 
master (despotes) and bought by the most loving, gracious, merciful, kind redeemer there is. He is far better than we can imagine, but his loving redemption (purchase) of 
our lives is for our ultimate good and eternal life with Him. 

God paid the full price of ownership to purchase and redeem all from slavery to sin, but He does not compel anyone to accept Him as Master. That is a clear indication of 
God’s graciousness. Any time someone hears the gospel of Jesus, he can choose to believe and follow a good and loving new master, or he can continue to serve his old 
master (sin). He will allow us to live in rebellion against Him who is our rightful owner. 

It is essential for us to understand that we have been bought with the blood of Jesus and God owns our lives. We are not hired hands who can leave when we want. We 
are slaves, bought and paid for. 



MORE THAN DOULOS

John 15:14-15 (ESV) 
You are my friends if you do what I command you. No longer do I 
[only, merely] call you doulois (servants), for the doulos (servant) 
does not know what his kurios (master) is doing; but I have called 
you friends, for all that I have heard from my Father I have made 
known to you.

John is the only one to record this. How does this kind of “friend” make sense unless we also see ourselves as his slaves. We are slaves who are also his friends, 
because He reveals himself to us and wants us to walk in relationship with Him. He made it clear that he does not see them as mere possessions and he does not treat 
them as slaves because He loves them and took them into his confidence. They are slaves, but he called them friends. 

“God so loved the world that He gave is only son…”, so clearly God’s price of redemption was motivated by love. He is a gracious, loving master and we are called to 
obey Him as such. 



DOULOS IS PART OF OUR IDENTITY
Our identity in Christ includes:
• children of God (sons and daughters)
• priests & kings
• conquerers
• righteousness
• friends
• temple of the Holy Spirit
• slaves
• etc.

Some terms refer to God’s view of His slaves

Some terms refer to conditions that result from God’s grace toward His slaves

Some terms refer to eternal reality

The Doulos Principle emphasizes the believer’s underlying temporal view of himself, expressed in humble and loving servitude toward his gracious master. 



IMPLICATIONS OF THE DOULOS PRINCIPLE

• Grasping the Doulos principle produces the doulos attitude

• The Master ordains circumstances and results

• The Master determines the doulos’ sphere of service

• The Master chooses His doulos’ ministry

• The Master requires faithfulness

• The doulos relies on his Master’s provision

Living as a slave of God is out of a heart of love and humility and selflessness, empowered by His spirit


To know the will of God, to do that will, to trust Him, whatever the results of that obedience might be, this is the life that is pleasing to God. This is the Doulos Principle. 



IN THE END

Matt. 25:23 - His master said to him, ‘Well done, good and faithful 
doulos (slave). You have been faithful over a little; I will set you over 
much. Enter into the joy of your master.’ 


• “To know the will of God, to do that will, to trust Him, whatever 
the results of that obedience might be, this is the life that is 
pleasing to God. This is the Doulos Principle.”

Matt. 25:23 - His master said to him, ‘Well done, good and faithful doulos (slave). You have been faithful over a little; I will set you over much. Enter into the joy of your 
master.’ 


To know the will of God, to do that will, to trust Him, whatever the results of that obedience might be, this is the life that is pleasing to God. This is the Doulos Principle. 


